Arctic are researchers for whom the Arctic is just a temporary source of funds, or an element in a larger intellectual puzzle? Is it necessary that people be exposed to the Arctic for it to work its spell and create in them a sense of caring and commitment?
A more promising trend in terms of commitment is the recent increase in the number of scientists who actually reside in the Arctic or Subarctic. During the first century of Arctic exploration and research, scientists came from elsewhere, perhaps stayed a long time on expeditions, but ultimately left. Today, chiefly because of the founding of northern universities and colleges and the increase in branch offices of government agencies located in Arctic towns, many scientists now live in the North. How does this shift in residency affect the sense of commitment of the Arctic research community as a whole?
With at least six trends at work-declining length of field time, increasing autonomous and remotely sensed data collection, increasing funding in the U.S., more scientists chasing the funding, a shift from regional to topical focus, and an increasing resident population of scientists-predicting the future is difficult. Were it not for the increasing population of resident scientists, the number of scientists infused with the spirit of the Arctic might be in decline, but even officebound computer modelers living in the Arctic get exposed to the magic of the land and sea during road and camping trips. In addition, while the length of field time overall has decreased, it remains the highest for students. They are younger, more impressionable, and more likely to be susceptible to the spell of the Arctic. For the future, it is more important for them to develop a sense of commitment than for any other group to do so.
It is my firm belief that if the researchers of the next 50 years are not committed to the Arctic, not under its spell, and not wanting to spend time out, the result will not be good. We have benefited from several generations of researchers who have been passionately (if sometimes quietly) committed to the Arctic. Along with their commitment came a sense of stewardship that we need to hand to the next generation.
What can we do to affect the uncertain future? Three things come to mind:
